84               THE   TIME   OF   MY  LIFE
known Cuban leader under surveillance. All of them had to be
outwitted. Other scores of amateur spies were willing to sell each
scrap of authentic or imaginary information about filibustering
which happened to come their way; therefore had to be avoided.
It was inevitable that each transaction might involve at least one
weakling who could be bluffed, or an informer who could be
bribed into talking. And, finally, our own Government officials
must be protected. Many of them were conveniently near-sighted,
but there must be no evidence, nor even the slightest suspicion,
of collusion. At no time was there any difficulty in buying materials
of war, but to transport and deliver them was ticklish business,
where resourcefulness and skill were as indispensable as
bravery.
"Dynamite Johnny" O'Brien, Captain of the Three Friends, was
a highly skilled and resourceful navigator with a fertile mind, a
fiery disposition and exceptional courage. More important still,
his honesty was unquestioned and his honour unimpaired by his
illegal calling. Short and stocky, with bristling white hair,
moustache and goatee, his cold blue eyes and thin lips were not
designed for smiling. But he laughed easily and often in short
heaving bellows which were practically indistinguishable in sound
from the orders he bawled. None of his crew, however, was mis-
taken more than once in perceiving that there was a very distinct
difference between laughter and command.
While lying at Key West I ventured, with Captain Bran's
permission, to ask him for a job.
He squinted at me sharply while filling and lighting his pipe.
"How long you been on the Escobar?" he asked.
"One trip, sir. New York to Boca and return. That's all I signed
up for, and I'll be free when we get back."
"Stop anywhere on the way down, did-ja?"
"No, sir."
"What's that?"
"No, sir."
A storm seemed to be gathering in the wrinkles around his
eyes and mouth as he jerked his head up to stare at me. "Well, of
all the god-damned gall I ever seen!" he roared. "Standin* there
askin' fer a job an' lyin' in me face!" Glaring fiercely, he waited a
moment, then as I made no reply his manner changed slowly, his
voice becoming a soft rumble. "Listen, me lad. You don't need
lie to me. We're all in the same game an' I want to know what